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Drowning Los Vaqueros, Again

T HE RAIN BEGINS TO SLOW AS I passed. Though an ardent enemy or’most
head east on Highway 4 near Brent-dams. U.S. Congressman George Miller.
wood. As I pass through the entrancefor example, si~aed the ballot a ~rgument in

to tile Contra Costa Water District’s Los favor of the Los Vaqueros project. The
Vaqueros Watershed the sun emerges.Sierra Club and Audubon Society were
turning the dull. oak studded hills intosilent on the issue. Tile loss of the valley
a verdant, almost ultrax’iolet display. 1 pullbottom (including more than 1.000 mature
over to look for a rainbow and findoaks. some as many as 800 years old)
instead, peering over one of these green,would be substantial, they reasoned, but
green bills, the snow-covered peak ofthe protection of the rest of the water-
Mount Diablo. shed would justify it. The Contra Costa

Water District (CCWD). which
If the CalFed inundation of the valley tokes bought, buih. and operates the

place, it will submerge another 3,000 acres,reservoir, also promised to
create, a network of recre- ~

Virtually all of the mitigation done for the ational trails iu the watershed ~
smaller reservoir will be drowned. So will much a,,d to mitigate for the loss of .~

the valley’s bottom by replant- ~
0f the recreation and open space promised to lug oak woodlands, creating new ~

voters in the original reservoir deal.       wetlands, and restoring riparian farmers and southern Californian water
habitat above and below theusers more than anyone else. One of tl

lf l could spare a t~’\\" days. I could hikereservoir. Making Los Vaqueros especial-most contro~ersial proposals in Califomi:~
from hcrc to the top o1" N]ount l)iablo st~mc Ix" valuable as habitat is the fact that it iscontroversy-riddled \\’ater-mauageme.~,t
2�~ miles northwest, and then on to Wahnttone of the biggest pieces of a jigsaw ofhistory, the Peripheral Canal would ha:
Creek. withont leaving protected land. prcscr\’cd land in the East Bay. reachingcarried t’rcsh, north Delta water 5(I rail

This 18.S(l(I-acre valley, called losnlore than 20 miles from Mount Diabloto the south, where it would have bc~
Vaqueros. lhlls bctxvccu the towns of liv- State Park and Walnut Crock’s open spacestored in reservoirs, such as Los Vaquert,-.
crmorc and Brcntwood. onlx" about oneto the northwest, to l~rnshy Peak Region-and then carried to the State Watcr Projc. t
hour’s drive east of San Francisct~. In addi-al Park. canal and on to urban and a~icultural cc,. -
tion to what may be the world’s highest Mitigation for the rc.~rx’oir has included tcrs further south. Unwilling to siph~"l
concentration of resident golden eagles,the planting of acorns and seedlings inany more water from the Delia’s aili~g
this singularly bcautifizl place hosts Sanwhat might one day be several hundredecosystems to feed southern Californian’s
Joaquiu kit ~xcs. red-legged fro~. Alamedaadditional acres of valley oak and blue oakgrowth, 60 percent of California’s vote
whipsnakes. California tiger salamanders,habitat. Cottonwoods. red willows, Call-(95 percent in Contra Costa Count3,) sa~d
badgers, burrowing owls. prairie falcons,fornia rose. California buckeye, and elder-no to the canal.
fair3." shrimp, and an impressive \’arictx" ofberry have been planted along creeks. But the south’s thirst persists.
other plants and animals, many of themAbout 19 acres of seasonal and perennial Los Vaqueros is ideally positioned I" ,r
threatened or cndan~rcd. Accommodatingwetlands have been created in the water-above-ground, off-stream storage in a
these creatures is a mosaic of habitats thatshed. and another 30 acres of e.,dsting x~et-peripheral canal-type setup. It is near t"
iuchtdes sagebrush and chaparral, riparianland have been fenced off from cattle,southern end of the Delta and six mi~.,s
and alkali wetlands, grasslands, and blueThese and other em’ironmental mitigationsfrom the Clifton Court Forebay, the begr
and valley oak woodlands, lave come at a price, about $20 million, ning of the California Aqueduct. And.

Also in this valley is a brand new When the reservoir proposal was first1997, before the new dam was complet.
100.000-acre-foot reservoir, the first majorput on the ballot, the 1982 battle over thestate and federal officials were already pt
reservoir to be btfih in California in aPeripheral Canal ~as still a recent memory,licly discussing the possibility of a mr..’h
decade and a half. There were some skeptics who opposedbigger dam at Los Vaqueros and a ten-t~ .Id

In a compromise they hoped wouldthe reservoir in Los Vaqueros from theincrease~from 100,000-acre-feet t,. a
spare most of the watershed from devel-beginning, suspecting that it would be amillion acre-feet--in the amount ofw.: .’r
opment, many Bay Area environmentalistsfoot in the door for big water interestsstored in the valley. (For comparis~,.~,
supported (or at least didn’t oppose) thewho would later return to enlarge theHetch Hetchy, San Francisco’s Sicrr
reservoir project back in 1988, when areservoir and \~ave it into the state’s waterreservoir, holds about 300,000 acre-~\
ballot measure raising funds for it wass$~tem, benefiting Central Valley meg’a-of water. An acre-foot is the amount of /
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requested by the Contra Costa Times. theLeft: Los Vaqueros is on the border
CCWD has been energetically workingbetween the d~,, grassland habitats of
with CalFed to develop a plan for expand-the Central Valley, and the u,ette~b
ing Los Vaqueros. coastal habitats of the East Bay. This

Meanwhile. what had been au ambi-is a view of the vallq, b~ore it was
tious multi-use recreation plan for thei,undated iu 1998.
watershed that inclnded horse and bike Below: In 1998, the Contra Costa
trails, ex~ensive hiking trails, fishing, boat- County Igater District began filling
ing. and swimming, was cut down to a~s Vaqueros with water pumped to it
minimum of hiking and multi-nse trails, from the Delta. A neu, proposal by
"The current recreation plan is about aCaiFed would replace the existing
tdnth of what it was plamied to be." says~se~,oir with one t¢n times its ~ize.
Tim Donahue. chairman of the Mount
Diablo Chapter of the Sierra Club.

Douahue was a member of an
committee that provided recommenda-                                       " :.~..-.
tions regarding the watershed recreation
program. The committee, composed of                                           . .~
two dozen recreational and environ-
mental organizations, from boaters to
birders, was recruited by the CCWD.
~q~en the committee presented their rec-
ommendations, their snK~estions

x~tcr that covers an acre to a depth of onemuhi-use trails were rejected in place of a
fi~,t, and the amount nsed annually by ant~tr more restrictive recreation plan.
avt’rage ( ~alifi~rnia thmil)’.) Donahue suspects that the water distri~ Bar~" Nelson, Save the San Francisco

¢ ~alF~’d i, a c~alition of 14 agencies andsought to minimize recreational nse of theBay’s Senior Fellow, is worried about
~,rg.mizati,n, rq, re~cnting the t~’deral gov-watershed in order to prevent a strongC~’s interest in the expansion. In addi-
cr~m~’t~t .rod ~tate and local goverm~cnts,constituency of users from forming. Suchtion to inundating much of the remaining
agr~cuhurc, urban water users, water dis-a constituency of invested users could rep-watershed. Nelson ~ys, the CaWed plan
trk’t,..rod cnviromnental organizations,res~,nt ~ major threat to the district, weremay also ~hrther encourage over-tapping
The c~,alition was tbrmcd in 1~)~5 to forgeit to tq" expanding the rese~’oir along theof the Del~ ins~ad of emphasizing x~ter
soluti~ms to the Delta’s worsening waterlines of the CalFed proposal. It would beconse~’ation incentives as a way out of
qt~ality .rod water supply wars. In Deccm-a lot harder to take recreation away fromCalifornia’s water mess.
bet l’)’~S. (]alFcd released its Bay-Deltapeople than to avoid giving it to them in ~I haven’t seen any credible evidence
Plan..rod I.os Vaqueros. Shasta. and Fri.mtthe first place, says Donahue. that more surface storage is needed,"
rcse~’oirs were recommended as sites that Gina Oltman. s~kt~pe~on for C~,says Nelson. Furthermore, the expan-
could bc cxDmdcd tbr storing more watersays that recreation nmst be balanced x~4thsion project is part of a new wave of dam
in wet years, t,, rclca,e in dry ones. environmental protection and the waterbuilding: "Building new dams is the

One th,~nsand tbur hnudred acres aredistrict’s primaq" goal. presen’ing xvaterhouest n~v propo~l from CaiFed. A
cmrcmtv under water at Los Vaqneros. IfqualiB’. &kcd if the CC~ would approveyears ago new dams weren’t even on the
the CaWed immdation of the valley takesthe expansion, Oltmau said the board ofradar screen. Now proposals are eyeD’-
place, it will submerge another 3.t~l acres,the water district would only consider itwhere," Nelson sa~. "There’s a long his-
Virtually all of the mitigation done for if the xvater diswict xvere to retain controlto~" of promising dams that will give
the smaller resen’oir will be drowned. Soof the resen’oir, if the project wouldenx4ronmen~l benefits, but those benefits
will much of the recreation and open spaceenhance the Delta’s environmen~l health,have never been realized. The Red Bluff
promised to voters in the ori~nal rese~’oiraud if it were to be paid tbr bv the statediversion dam, for ins~nce, xvas sold to
deal. So will the 4~ or g~ si~fificant archeo-and federal governments. Furthermore,the public as an en~ronmental dam and
lo~cal sites, holding clues to ancient nativeshe said. C~ xs~uld have to ~t x~te~’it’s been an absolute ca~strophe.
CaliR~ruian nse of the watershed, approval. For voters to accept such a pro- "They say a bier ~s Vaqueros

It may never be clear whether or notposal they would have to ~ promised lotshold water that could be umd to maintain
the CCWD had planned, or hoped, toand lots of clean and. a~ve all else, cheap,fresh-x~r~ependent habi~ts in the dD"
increase the size of Los Vaqueros rightwater. (Despite promises qfcheaper waterseason. But if we’re really after environ-
t3om the start, but that they are enter-when the first Los Vaqueros rese~’oir wasmen~l pm~ion and ~sto~fion. building
raining the possibility now is abundant- proposed. C~ has some of the costli-more dams, or bier ones, would hardly
Iv clear. According to documentsestwaterinno~hernCalifomia.) be the ~st bang for our buck."
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